Introduction
On 30th September, 1717, the Church Book of the London Baptist congregation meeting in Curriers' Hall, Cripplegate, recorded the following entry: Septem 30th 1717: being the publick Church Meeting for decipline affter Sum time was spent in prayer, proseeded to Busness A Letter being recd from Sister Emerton was presented to the Church & Read, in which she desires her dismission To the Baptised Church at Wantege Agreed That a Letter of desmission be sent her and Br Skiner is desired to draw it up A Letter received fom Br Edward Belchamber was Read A Letter from Sister Katherine Dean was Read A Letter from the Church of Christ at Exon was presented to the Church and Read, Relateing to Mr Trend, But was not agreable to what we desired it was Resolved that <this> Church will receive Mr Trind into full Communion haveing receid a Satesfactory account of his repentance and humeliation and by virtue of their Letter dated May 26: 2 This entry reveals that the 'business' of a metropolitan congregation at the beginning of the eighteenth century was transacted to a large extent by letter. Letters were received and brought to the attention of the community, letters were 'read', letters were 'draw[n] up', letters were 'sent', letters were 'presented' for the Church to discuss and letters were preserved for future reference. Some were sent from members to the Church, asking to be dismissed. Some were sent to other Churches, either to recommend an applicant for admission or to investigate controversial cases as in this example of a Brother Trend (or Trind) whose repentance for an unnamed offence was deemed unsatisfactory. Once a month, in a meeting dealing with broader issues of discipline, ordained elders and deacons came together with the laity, women with men from the communities of London, Wantage and Exeter. Individual items were carefully examined after a prayer for the harmonious expedition of the day's affairs. Decisions to write letters, and decisions about their contents, were reached collaboratively and letters were signed by (male) members on the authority of the whole Church.
As this entry shows, dissenting letter-writing was not confined to the larger correspondence of a few gifted individuals, writers or ministers. Emerton, Skinner, Belchamber, Dean and Trend are Baptist letter-writers who have left no other trace in history than their mention in their Church records. Yet they all participated in a dissenting epistolary culture that this chapter will attempt to chart through the example of Cripplegate's correspondence with its most controversial pastor, David Crosley.
Church records and epistolarity: the example of Cripplegate
The letters of 1717 were only summarized, not inserted. The issues raised by Dean or Belchamber were not deemed worthy of inclusion, perhaps because they dealt with a matter not judged sufficiently important or because they were already well-known to the Church. Letters of recommendation were rarely dwelt upon either; they were a staple of congregational discipline, preserving good inter-congregational relations and ensuring that the Church had nothing against an applicant. A conversion narrative was not required of those who had already been in full communion with another Church and a recommendation letter was generally all that was known about a newcomer.
What claims can be made for the value of Church records for the historian of epistolarity if those documents often cross-reference letters without describing or giving the originals, and if letters were perhaps sometimes omitted to avoid transmitting an embarrassing image to posterity? The question raises the broader issue of the records as sources for the history of gathered Churches. Ninety years ago, Wheeler Robinson launched an appeal for denominational history as 'anthropology' and used Baptist records, and the Cripplegate book in particular (whose first folios, or 'book of discipline', he had edited the year before), to show how historians could approach Church life and social history (Wheeler Robinson 1924 -1925 . Some ninety years after Robinson, historians are especially concerned with the partiality of the Church records and with deceptive patterns in what happens to survive, both of which may limit the value of these documents for the comprehensive project that Robinson envisaged.
Baptist records are still buried, for the most part, in county archives or lie uncatalogued in private hands; no systematic attempt has been made to identify and study them and they still await their historian such as the colonial and congregationalist materials have found (Cooper 1999; Halcomb 2010) . This chapter works towards a study of the surviving early Baptist records, one that pays particular attention not only to their contents but also to their form, and which seeks to explore the ways that letters, among other documents, participate in the writing of a Church's history. Not all letters were as cursorily described as those mentioned above and Cripplegate is a particularly striking example of how they were preserved, understood and used.
When its surviving records open in 1689, this Church had been in existence for over forty years. It was ministered to by Hanserd Knollys, assisted by Robert Steed, who replaced Knollys when he died in 1691. It changed location many times, especially during the Restoration. In 1689 it was meeting in George Yard, Thames Street, then moved to the Bagnio, Newgate Street, and finally to Curriers' Hall, Cripplegate. It had grown by then into a large congregation, drawing members, according to its first register, from an area beginning at Westminster in the western extreme, then passing along the Strand into Haymarket and 'the Middle of the Citty', reaching beyond the old walls east to Whitechapel, Bishopsgate Street and Wapping, then crossing the river to Southwark. 3 The opening register records the names of 84 women and 41 men, a 2:1 ratio not untypical of other metropolitan Particular Baptist congregations in the eighteenth century (MacDonald 1982, 94-5, 108, 131, 221, 224, 292) .
No matter how precise printed Church orders might be concerning the correct procedure for gathering a Church, for selecting and ordaining officers and dealing with cases of discipline, there was no guidance on how Church records should be kept, hence the notable diversity of the materials they contain: registers of members, minutes of meetings, accounts, disciplinary cases, letters, narratives of the gathering of the however, is unique in the way it preserved controversial letters for the best part of four years, transcribing them, amending them, and using them as legal documents in one of the biggest scandals to afflict the early eighteenth-century dissenting community.
David Crosley
Weakened by the separation of the former Horseleydown members, by the departure of Paine and its supporters together with Richard Claridge, Cripplegate was without a pastor between 1700 and 1703 when David Crosley was formally ordained, having been dismissed from Tottlebank, the congregation he ministered to in Yorkshire.
Crosley ( Churches held in Barnoldswick (Whitley 1913, 77-80 Moore's manuscript (Overend 1912 
The Seventh Commandment
The honeymoon between Cripplegate and its provincial minister was short-lived. On 7
May 1708, at a Church meeting, four brothers were dispatched to 'search out ye Truth of ye scandalous reports on our Elder'. 1707 to the 14 of aug 1709'. It is here impossible to rehearse all the details of the proceedings, but I will concentrate on one especially scandalous charge against Crosley:
his behaviour towards women.
Crosley was a heavy drinker, as the Church well knew, but when his excesses began to attract the attention of 'the Elders of the Baptized Churches with whom he had communion', some Cripplegate members thought it was time to take action. 20 Crosley was first heard and admonished privately by some 'Christian Brethren', before being brought before the whole Church. He repented, promised to amend and matters were dropped for a time, but he proved unable to remain sober. Excessive drinking was not, however, Crosley's only moral failure: when in his cups, he had apparently behaved 'immodestly' towards at least three women: the niece of one of the Church members named Hester Hannis, Susan Emerton (who sought a dismission in 1717) and an unidentified woman at The Three Daggers tavern. When Crosley was finally spotted in the company of a reputed prostitute, he invented a story to justify his dealings with the woman and, when exposed, had no choice but to confess his lies. Nonetheless, he never acknowledged that he had ever acted 'immodestly'. Crosley promptly returned to Cripplegate to convince them to restore him and then dismiss him properly so that he could served in Tottlebank again.
No Baptist ignored what had to be done in cases of offences, for discipline was duly rehearsed in Church orders and practiced in monthly meetings. If the nature of the offence was private, the offender would be admonished privately, asked to answer the charges brought by at least two witnesses and matters would be dropped if repentance were deemed to be sincere (Renihan 2008, 56-57) . In case of 'obstinacy', the case would be brought before the whole Church. The unrepentant offender could be suspended from communion in the first instance and failure to amend would result into excommunication. He or she could be 'restored' if their repentance was convincing.
Cripplegate was almost obsessively careful in respecting this procedure, believing it could 'affect all the Baptised Christians in citty and countrey' if it were seen either to act precipitately or to delay matters unduly. that he being drinking at the 3 daggers was bid by the maid to observe a passage, soe he looked through a Chink, and saw Br Crosleys face, as close to a womans, as ever his was to his wife, with his armes about her waist, being both standing, afterwards, called for more drink and gave her, and put his hand about her neck, and the other as low as her waist, but saw no further act, only, the woman seemed to withdraw her self from him as being uneasey.
29
A later account has a slightly different-and decisive-version of the last phrase: 'but I saw no immodesty acted'. 30 When Crosley was then observed on Tower Hill with a prostitute, he escaped north in the spring of 1709.
Letters and the law
Before examining how Crosley and Cripplegate conducted this second phase of their relationship, it is necessary to rehearse the status of the letters in the Church records, which points in opposite directions: a particular attention to the legal value of the written documents, combined with a lack of care in their transcription.
Letters in Church records are transcripts of originals and Cripplegate's correspondence is no exception. As we have seen, some of the letters the Church received were judged sufficiently important to be copied into the Church book or minute book, while others were not. It is not clear whether the originals were kept or destroyed, or who had the authority to decide. In the case of Cripplegate, given the extraordinary nature of the events, we have more information than usual on the fate of the letters: both Crosley and the Church had apparently agreed that the originals should be deposited with the deacons, as well as other written transactions, regarless of whether they were included in the Church book. 31 Letter-keeping was not a codified role for deacons and it is therefore difficult to ascertain whether Cripplegate was simply improvising under pressure or whether deacons were always implicitly trusted as safe guardians of original documents, as they were trusted as safe guardians of the Church's money.
Cripplegate was paying attention to its letters. Originals were preserved, copies of important items were made, catalogues were compiled to make the collection searcheable as, for instance, a complete 'Index to the Following Transactions and Letters' compiled after 1711. It records the folios of 58 listed items, the dates of the letters, the identity of their senders and sometimes the place from which they were sent. 32 Despite this seeming care, the reliability of the Cripplegate correspondence is not to be taken for granted, given the nature of the records. First of all, for the whole duration of the controversy with Crosley, the Church book was abandoned, the congregation probably relying on the minute book only, in the absence of a pastor.
From 1708 to 1711, therefore, the entries are not contemporary with the stories they tell.
They were copied a posteriori, either from memory, from the originals in the deacons' possession, or were perhaps transcripts of transcripts if an item was copied first into the minute book.
Most letters are dated but it is impossible to determine when they were copied into the Church book. After the 'narrative' of the proceedings (necessarily compiled 
A wounded spirit?
David Crosley acknowledged his drinking and lying but not adultery, 'for there is nothing I more abominate, and abhor'. 38 Whether or not he was guilty is a moot point.
The testimonies of the three London women, further reports of 'scandalous' behaviour in the North in 1719 and 1736 (Blomfield 1912, 87-86) , and a letter mentioning how his engagement with a widow had been broken off because he was accused of taking 37 CCB, fols 50r, fol. 51v. Tis true your proceedings wth me has very sencibly affected me and proved a burden very heavy to be born but since tis ye Act of a Church & of such a Church I have owned the Authority of Christ with you and not disputed as in many things I Iustly might but submitted as a poor sinner aught But now how is it that I have not so much as one line from you to Exhort comfort or support me or in ye least to pave the way for my restoration. Guilty and yet a victim of men's prejudice, of Satan's snares, and of London's perverting influence, the pastor then turned away from spiritual suffering to practical compromises, still balancing the minutiae of Church government with impassioned rhetoric. Crosley believed it was his duty to give lessons in Apostolic government to his (Hayden 2005, 102; Blomfield 1912, 78) should be nuanced in the light of Crosley's never failing interest in Church government.
For Tottlebank condemning Crosley to forsake his ministry ran counter to the will of God, because of his pastoral success and the necessity to evangelize the North, many hands beeing at 'ye Churches door'. For Cripplegate, Crosley's lack of repentance was unacceptable and prevented his restoration and proper dismission. The nature of his offence, as often in cases of excommunications, mattered less than his obstinacy. None of the parties would ever reconcile.
Conclusion
The Cripplegate correspondence contains one of the best-documented scandals among early eighteenth-century gathered Churches and yet the formal relationship between letters and Church records had never been examined. Replacing the dissenting letters among their legal context alert us to the fact that epistolary exchanges could as readily sever the network of Churches as reinforced them. A vital element in the 'organizational response' of nonconformity to both persecution and toleration, as Richard Greaves termed it several decade ago (Greaves 1975) , letters could also initiate and fuel controversies over Church government never to be healed. I have barely scratched the surface of David Crosley's extraordinary career: the way his printed works interacted with his correspondence or the richness of the Moore manuscript. Yet the exchanges preserved at Cripplegate illustrate Baptist Church life in several ways: the solution adopted in disciplinary cases when the nature of the offence was such that two witnesses could not be found (and when those witnesses were women), the inquisitorial proceedings of Churches that functioned as ecclesiastical tribunals whose legitimacy could be challenged by the accused, the uneasy relationships between London and the North, the emotional ties that were maintained despite ministerial wanderings, the role of the deacons as keepers of the manuscripts. Historians have persistently drawn a discreet veil over the Cripplegate events, and the way they were told in letters. Either the excommunication of David Crosley was considered too embarrassing to be retold, too specific to be of any interest, or too unclear to deserve comments. This has prevented commentators not only from tapping the rich vein of the Cripplegate records but also from realising that among post-Toleration Baptist ministers the figure of
Crosley looms even larger than expected. Far from being a 'practical' Antinomian whose contempt of the moral law brought shame to a community (Whitley 1913, 109; MacDonald 1982, 119; Toon 1967, 152) 
